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�Khis report recommends ways to overcome obstacles to co-
operation between the United States and China on climate 
change. �e report is intended for senior leadership in 

each country, with the goal of helping them:  

�%  �understand relevant conditions in the other country 
�%  �appreciate the priorities and constraints of counterparts 

across the Paci�c
�%  �take action to control greenhouse gas emissions at 

home
�%  �develop speci�c avenues of bilateral cooperation 
�%  �facilitate agreement in multilateral negotiations on 

these topics  

Opportunities for collaboration in �ghting climate change 
are plentiful, but moving forward at the scale needed will re-
quire high-level political support in two very di�erent societ-
ies, each with considerable suspicion of the other. �is report 
recommends ways to win such support and sustain it for the 
long term.   

Chapter 1 of the report provides a primer on two topics: climate 
change and U.S.-China relations.  It describes the climate change 
threat, concluding that every year of delay in responding to it 
puts both countries—and the planet—at greater risk. Because 
the United States and China are the world’s top two greenhouse 
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gas emitters, together accounting for more than 40% of annual 
emissions, any solution requires both countries to transition 
to low-carbon economies. U.S.-China cooperation on climate 
change would have not only bilateral but global bene�ts.

In this connection, U.S.-China relations have evolved and 
grown enormously since the Nixon visit to Beijing in 1972. 
But despite this progress, underlying mutual distrust over 
long-term intentions has grown and can over time make mu-
tual antagonism a self-ful�lling prophecy. U.S.-China relations 
should now advance to a new stage that has the two countries 
consult and cooperate to address the most critical global issues 
of the 21st century. Climate change and clean energy, along 
with the global economic crisis, o�er turning points. Coopera-
tion on climate change can help move U.S.-China relations to 
a new stage; failure to cooperate can introduce signi�cant new 
tensions.

Chapter 2 describes the climate change policies and politics in 
each country. It explains that, in the United States, attention to 
climate change has exploded in the past �ve years. Many state 
and local governments, as well as U.S. companies, have taken 
signi�cant action to address this issue. President Obama iden-
ti�es energy policy and climate change as top priorities. Sig-
ni�cant action by the federal government on climate change is 
likely in the years ahead.

In China, energy e�ciency has received serious attention, with 
signi�cant national goals re�ected in the current Five-Year 
Plan as well as various laws and regulations. Growth in renew-
able energy is also an important objective of national leaders. 
�ese and other policies, taken mainly to promote economic 
growth, energy security and clean air in China’s cities, have 
signi�cant bene�ts when it comes to cutting greenhouse gas 
emissions. 
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Chapter 3 o�ers nine recommendations to U.S. and Chinese 
leaders on ways to cooperatively �ght climate change. �e rec-
ommendations embody the principle that cooperation must 
serve the interests of both sides.

R�<c �F�D�D�<�E�;�8t�@�F�E�����(�1�����Ack�E�F�Nl�<�;g�<��l�<g�@t�@�D�8c�P���F�=���<�8c �?���Ft�?�<�I�Ës���G�<�Is�G�<ct�@�M�<s����

�%  ��e U.S. and China bring very di�erent perspectives to 
the climate issue, re�ecting their di�erent histories and 
circumstances  

�%  �Neither side is likely to abandon its perspective, but 
each can recognize the legitimacy of the other’s view-
point and avoid making these di�erences barriers to 
pragmatic cooperation

�%  �Handling di�erent perspectives well bilaterally can help 
promote the success of multilateral climate change ne-
gotiations

R�<c �F�D�D�<�E�;�8t�@�F�E�����)�1�������9�L�@l�; ���8��cl�<�8�E���<�E�<�Ig�P���=�I�8�D�<�N�F�Ik���=�F�I��c �F�F�G�<�I�8t�@�F�E��

�%  �“Clean energy”—a key component of addressing cli-
mate change—provides a more politically attractive 
framework for U.S.-China bilateral cooperation than 
does climate change per se  

�%  �Clean energy evokes fewer ideological di�erences and 
nests cooperation in better-established policy and bu-
reaucratic communities 

�%  �A focus on clean energy can help highlight bene�ts in 
related areas, from economic growth and recovery to 
local air pollution reduction to national security

R�<c �F�D�D�<�E�;�8t�@�F�E�����*�1������H�@g�?l�@g�?t���F�E�<���F�I��t�N�F���D�8j�F�I���?�<�8�;l�@�E�<���@�E�@t�@�8t�@�M�<s��

�%  �When it comes to cooperation on climate change, the 
U.S. and China should think big and aim high
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�%  �It is important to capture the public’s imagination
�%  �Candidates for headline programs include e�orts to 

electrify vehicle �eets, maximize the energy e�ciency 
of buildings, launch pilot projects in carbon capture and 
storage, and/or bring together millions of volunteers from 
each country to work in a new “Clean Energy Corps”  

R�<c �F�D�D�<�E�;�8t�@�F�E�����+�1����E�D�G�?�8s�@�Q�<��c �F�$�;�<�M�<l�F�G�D�<�Et���F�=��t�<c �?�E�Fl�Fg�P��

�%  ��e U.S. and China have complementary strengths in 
technology development 

�%  ��e U.S. and China should announce one or more ma-
jor technology co-development projects

�%  �Each side will need to help meet the concerns of the other 
on di�cult issues including intellectual property protec-
tion, enforcement of contracts and concessional �nancing

R�<c �F�D�D�<�E�;�8t�@�F�E�����,�1����P�I�F�D�Ft�<��l�Fc �8l�$t�F�$l�Fc �8l��c �F�F�G�<�I�8t�@�F�E��

�%  �Local initiatives in both countries are numerous, dy-
namic and creative

�%  �National-level cooperation should include as a high pri-
ority speci�c measures to enhance the capacities for lo-
cal programs in the two countries to link up

R�<c �F�D�D�<�E�;�8t�@�F�E�����-�1����P�I�F�D�Ft�<��c �8�G�8c �@t�P��b�L�@l�;�@�Eg��

�%  ��e United States has technical capabilities in areas such 
as standards setting, regulation and law dra�ing, large-
scale database management, and instrumentation that 
can contribute signi�cantly to Beijing’s capacities to 
monitor and evaluate energy policy outcomes

�%  �Currently, insu�cient capacity in these areas is a serious 
impediment to achieving the desired outcomes from 
China’s national government initiatives
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�%  �Washington should assist in enhancing Beijing’s capac-
ity to monitor and evaluate its energy policy outcomes

R�<c �F�D�D�<�E�;�8t�@�F�E�����.�1������J�<�<k��c �F�D�D�F�E��g�I�F�L�E�;���F�E��t�?�<���E�8t�L�I�<���F�=���=�Lt�L�I�<��c �F�D�D�@t�D�<�Ets��

�%  ��is is one of the most challenging issues in multilateral 
climate change negotiations, typically dividing develop-
ing countries from industrialized countries

�%  �U.S.-China bilateral discussions cannot resolve this is-
sue, but agreement on  approaches could help signi�-
cantly to shape broader multilateral agreements to �ght 
global warming 

�%  �U.S.-China dialogue on the nature of future greenhouse 
gas emissions commitments can thus help promote 
agreement on this topic in multilateral negotiations

  
R�<c �F�D�D�<�E�;�8t�@�F�E�����/�1�����Us�<���8�E�;���@�D�G�I�F�M�<���<�O�@st�@�Eg��st�I�Lct�L�I�<s���=�F�I��c �F�F�G�<�I�8t�@�F�E��

�%  ��Build on existing agreements and programs
�%  �Create a new dialogue on climate change and clean en-

ergy to parallel the existing Strategic Economic Dialogue 
�%  �Form a “U.S.-China Clean Energy Partnership”

R�<c �F�D�D�<�E�;�8t�@�F�E�����0�1����H�@g�?l�@g�?t��cl�<�8�E���<�E�<�Ig�P���@�E���8��U�%�J�%�$�:�?�@�E�8��s�L�D�D�@t��

�%  �Hold a U.S.-China summit meeting as soon as it can be 
fully prepared

�%  �Make cooperation on climate change and clean energy 
a key pillar of this summit

�%  �Agreement between the senior leaderships is a criti-
cal step toward serious U.S.-China climate change and 
clean energy cooperation

�%  �Have the declaration of a clean energy partnership and 
a�rmation of shared deep concern about climate change 
mark the inauguration of a new stage in U.S.-China  
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relations, one that promotes the capacity of both coun-
tries to consult and cooperate on the most critical issues 
on the changing global agenda of the 21st century

Chapter 4 summarizes much of the foregoing in the form of 
a memo to the presidents of both countries, highlighting the 
key points in the report as a whole. �e memo identi�es four 
principal obstacles to successful cooperation between the U.S. 
and China on climate change and clean energy: 

�%  mutual distrust
�%  di�erent expectations on technology 
�%  di�erent expectations on �nance
�%  common expectations of high costs  

�e memo recommends six guiding principles to shape activi-
ties of senior leaders on these topics: 

�%  �Respect and work with each other’s concerns
�%  �ink big
�%  Select several �agship projects  
�%  Build for the long-term
�%  �Do not start with e�orts that require substantial new 

budgetary appropriations
�%  Focus on economic opportunity

Together, the U.S. and China can make important progress in 
�ghting global warming by cooperatively promoting clean en-
ergy. �is can become an important foundation for the U.S.-
China bilateral relationship in the years ahead. Wise leaders 
working together can produce great bene�ts for their own 
countries and the world.  
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�:limate change is an epic threat. Concentrations of green-
house gases in the atmosphere are higher than at any time 
in human history and rising sharply. Predicted conse-

quences include sea-level rise, more severe storms, more in-
tense droughts and �oods, forest loss and the spread of tropi-
cal disease. Each of these phenomena is already occurring. 
Every year of delay in reducing greenhouse gas emissions puts 
the planet at greater risk.  

�e United States and China play central roles in global warm-
ing.  During the past century, the United States emitted more 
greenhouse gases than any other country—a fact o�en noted, 
since carbon dioxide, the leading greenhouse gas, remains 
in the atmosphere for roughly 100 years. However, in 2007, 
China may have surpassed the United States as the world’s top 
annual emitter of carbon dioxide.1  Together, the two countries 
are responsible for over 40% of the greenhouse gases released 
into the atmosphere each year. 

For the world to meet the challenge of global warming, the 
United States and China must each make the transition to a 
low-carbon economy. Far-reaching changes will be needed. To 
date, however, each nation has used the other as one reason 
not do to more. Enormous bene�ts would be possible if this 
dynamic were replaced with mutual understanding and joint 
e�orts on a large scale. 
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Yet cooperation will not be easy. �e U.S. and China are sep-
arated by di�erent histories, di�erent cultures, and di�erent 
perspectives. Opportunities for collaboration in �ghting cli-
mate change and promoting clean energy are plentiful, but 
moving forward at the scale needed will require high-level po-
litical support in two very di�erent societies and systems that 
have considerable suspicion of the other. �is report identi�es 
major barriers to cooperation and recommends ways to over-
come them. 

G
�e time for large-scale U.S.-China cooperation on climate 
change and clean energy is now.  Unless both countries change 
course soon, ongoing investments in 20th century technologies 
will commit the world as a whole to dangerous levels of green-
house gases in the atmosphere in the decades ahead. Recent 
political and technological developments make the bene�ts of 
such cooperation especially compelling.

Furthermore, thirty years a�er normalization and with the 
start of a new administration in the United States, the U.S.-
China relationship is ready to move to a new stage. �is new 
stage will initiate full bilateral consultation and cooperation 
where possible on the most critical global issues of the era. 
Climate change and clean energy are at the top of the list.
    
�is “new stage” does not envision a U.S.-China condominium 
or alliance. Any U.S.-China agreements must be supplements 
to—not substitutes for—other relationships and obligations. If 
handled properly, such agreements will increase bilateral and 
global capacities to manage critical world challenges.  

�e major failing in U.S.-China relations to date is that, de-
spite much progress over the past 30 years, mutual distrust over 
each other’s long-term intentions remains deep—and perhaps 
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has even grown in recent years. By making active cooperation 
on critical global issues a centerpiece of the relationship, both 
countries’ governments can increase trust over long-term in-
tentions and thereby reduce the chances of slipping into mu-
tual antagonism over the coming 10-20 years.  

In particular, U.S.-China cooperation can make each side less 
inclined to point to the other as a reason to do less at home to 
�ght global warming. It can also contribute to the success of 
multilateral climate change negotiations. Having the U.S. and 
China successfully manage issues that have divided industri-
alized and developing countries in the global climate change 
negotiations can help shape acceptable multilateral climate 
change agreements for the post-Kyoto period.

Finally, U.S.-China cooperation on climate change and clean 
energy can also help each country enhance its energy security 
and pursue a sustainable economic path that will create jobs 
and promote economic recovery. 
   

G
At present, there is considerable cooperation among U.S. and 
Chinese technical specialists on climate change and clean en-
ergy. Other excellent reports set forth thoughtful and detailed 
proposals for expanding this cooperation.2 However, without 
a strong commitment from the senior leaderships in both 
countries, implementing these proposals will not be possible. 
Expanded cooperation will require political support at high 
levels.    

�is report, therefore, addresses the building blocks needed 
to gain and sustain support for greatly enhanced cooperation 
among leaders in both countries. �e report keeps the analy-
sis at the level of national leaders—proposing ways to handle  
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di�cult issues, not describing individual programs in detail.    
Speci�cally, the report seeks to help both U.S. and Chinese se-
nior leaders:

�%  �Understand the relevant conditions and issues in the 
other country;

�%  �Appreciate the other senior leadership’s key pertinent 
priorities and constraints;

�%  �Develop speci�c avenues of cooperation that “work” for 
both leaderships; and

�%  �Consider how those avenues of cooperation can pro-
mote action in each country to control emissions and 
facilitate global discussions in the lead up to the De-
cember 2009 Copenhagen meeting and beyond. 

�e report focuses on steps to be taken to put U.S.-China co-
operation on climate change/clean energy on track in 2009 
and build a strong foundation for such cooperation in the 
years ahead. Chapter 1 sets the stage by providing brief prim-
ers on two topics—climate change and U.S.-China relations.  
Chapter 2 describes climate change policy and politics in each 
country, to help senior leaders understand the situation facing 
their counterparts.  Chapter 3 provides nine recommendations 
for senior leaders in both countries on ways to reduce barriers 
to large-scale cooperation. Chapter 4 summarizes the forego-
ing in the form of a memo to the presidents of both countries, 
highlighting the key points in the report as a whole.  
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Climate Change: A Short Primer

�K�?�<���9�8s�@cs

�e build-up of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere is fun-
damentally altering the Earth’s climate. According to the 
world’s leading scienti�c authority on global warming, the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), warm-
ing of the climate system in recent years is “unequivocal.”3 
More speci�cally, the IPCC found that: 

�%  �11 of the warmest 12 years on record have occurred 
since 1995;

�%  �Glaciers are receding all over the world; and
�%  �Average Northern Hemisphere temperatures from 

1950-2000 were likely higher than at any time in last 
1300 years.

�e IPCC also found that human activities are “very likely” 
the cause of this warming.4 Carbon dioxide emissions from 
combustion of coal, oil and natural gas are the most impor-
tant cause. When these “fossil fuels” are burned, carbon that 
has been stored beneath the Earth’s surface for millions of 
years is converted into carbon dioxide, a greenhouse gas. �is 
carbon dioxide remains in the atmosphere, trapping heat, for 
roughly 100 years. Clearing forests has similar impacts.

�:�?�8�Gt�<�I���(
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For more than 600,000 years before the modern era, carbon 
dioxide concentrations in the atmosphere remained below 
300 parts per million.  During the last century, concentrations 
climbed above that level and have increased steadily ever since. 
Today, carbon dioxide concentrations are roughly 385 parts per 
million and growing by at least 2 parts per million per year.

�e IPCC predicts with “high con�dence” that, if concentrations 
continue to increase at current rates:

�%  Droughts and heavy rainfall will increase;
�%  �Hurricanes and typhoons will become more intense;
�%  �Rainfall patterns will shi�, in some cases dramatically; 

and
�%  �e health of millions of people will su�er.

All of these e�ects are already in evidence.

According to the IPCC: “�e last time the polar regions were 
signi�cantly warmer than the present for an extended period 
(about 125,000 years ago), reductions in polar ice volume led 
to 4 to 6 meters of sea level rise.”5

Alarmingly, newer studies �nd that actual rates of accumula-
tion have accelerated considerably faster than those anticipated 
by the IPCC, primarily due to the very rapid growth in China’s 
greenhouse gas emissions since 2002. �e IPCC’s “worst case” 
trajectory has, therefore, already become the middle scenario 
in one recent comprehensive study.6

Although the basic science of climate change is well-estab-
lished, there are considerable uncertainties on some matters. 
No one knows with complete con�dence, for example, the ex-
act amount of temperature increase that will result from any 
speci�c concentration of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. 
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Nor does anyone know with complete con�dence how many 
more droughts or �oods will occur. �e climate system is cha-
otic, so impacts at any one location or any one time are dif-
�cult and o�en impossible to predict. Climate scientists can 
make con�dent predictions about broad trends—storms will 
become more intense, droughts will increase—but not about 
the weather on any given day or season. Furthermore, some 
feedback loops that could accelerate or decelerate climate 
change are poorly understood.

Yet in considering these uncertainties, three points are key. First, 
uncertainties regarding climate change science do not lie in 
one direction. Impacts could end up being more serious than 
predicted as well as less serious. Second, the climate system is 
discontinuous, �lled with threshold e�ects that are poorly un-
derstood. Small changes can produce dramatic shi�s, sometimes 
beyond the capacity of human systems to adapt. Finally, scienti�c 
consensus on the most fundamental points—including the im-
pact of carbon dioxide emissions on the climate—is overwhelm-
ing and not in serious dispute. In the words of Donald Kennedy, 
editor-in-chief of Science magazine, “consensus as strong as the 
one that has developed around this topic is rare in science.”7

I�D�G�8cts���F�=���:l�@�D�8t�<���:�?�8�Eg�<���@�E��t�?�<��U�E�@t�<�;���Jt�8t�<s

In recent years, the United States has experienced weather 
extremes consistent with predictions of global warming by 
climate scientists. �e hottest year ever recorded in the conti-
nental United States was 2006. �e second-hottest was 1998, 
and six of the ten warmest years on record have occurred since 
then.8 Hundreds of U.S. cities set new temperature records in 
the past several years.  

�e impacts reach well beyond heat waves. In the past decade, 
major droughts have plagued both the western and southeast 
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United States. In 2007, Los Angeles had its driest year in 130 
years, with just over three inches of rainfall, as compared to 
the average of 15. In the southeast in the same year, rainfall 
levels were 20 or more inches below the average of 32, caus-
ing a loss of nearly 80% of the region’s crops. More rainfall is 
coming in storm events than a century ago. Hurricanes in the 
Atlantic Ocean have become stronger.

�ese changes have had devastating impacts. Across much of 
southern Alaska, the bark beetle is destroying vast areas of for-
est. (�e cold night temperatures that once killed these beetles 
have disappeared.) Across much of the American West, wild-
�res have become more frequent, bigger and longer, due to 
higher spring and summer temperatures, earlier spring snow-
melts, and increased lightning strikes. From glacier melt in 
Alaska and Montana, coral reef bleaching in Florida, to ani-
mal range shi�s in California and marshland loss in Chesa-
peake Bay, global warming is already leaving its mark across 
the United States. 
 
Yet scientists warn that much more serious impacts could lie 
ahead.  Water supplies in the western United States are threat-
ened by the loss of snowpack on which those supplies depend. 
Sea-level rise could threaten highly populated low-lying areas 
in Florida, Louisiana and elsewhere. Forest loss could plague 
the southeast, the Rocky Mountains and other regions. Cit-
ies will face greater and more severe heat waves. Coastal com-
munities and habitats in North America will be increasingly 
stressed by climate change impacts interacting with develop-
ment and pollution.9

I�D�G�8cts���F�=���:l�@�D�8t�<���:�?�8�Eg�<���@�E���:�?�@�E�8

Many of these impacts in the United States have parallels in 
China. In recent years �oods have become more frequent in 
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the South. Droughts have become more frequent in the North, 
with attendant risk of accelerated deserti�cation.10 Glaciers in 
northwestern China have shrunk by 21% and the thickness of 
frozen earth on the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau has been reduced 
by up to 5m in the past 50 years. �is shrinkage is negatively 
a�ecting the water supply in areas fed by the “water tower of 
Asia,” the Himalayan Hindu Kush ice mass glacier melt, on 
which hundreds of millions of Chinese (as well as Indians and 
others) depend.11 In 2006, the Yangtze River fell to its low-
est levels in a century, as the southwest region’s most severe 
drought in 50 years a�ected at least 320 million acres (130 
million hectares) of cropland. �eir crops destroyed, the gov-
ernment transported 100,000 farmers from drought-stricken 
Chongqing more than 2,000 miles (3,330 km) to pick cotton 
in neighboring provinces.

In the decades ahead, sea-level rise could threaten hundreds 
of millions of people on China’s coasts. �e Bohai Gulf Area, 
the Yangtze River Delta and the Pearl River Delta are the most 
vulnerable of such coastal regions in China.12  �ese three re-
gions produced 38% of China’s total GDP in 2002 and are an-
ticipated to capture 65% of national GDP by 2020.13  

Climate change will exacerbate the instability of water resourc-
es distribution and the gap between water demand and sup-
ply throughout the most densely populated areas of China.14  
North China already su�ers from severe water shortages, while 
South China su�ers from rapid runo�s and �ooding problems. 
China’s climate models anticipate that global warming will very 
substantially decrease river runo�s in northern China and in-
crease them in the south in the next 50-100 years.
 
China’s Climate Change Program anticipates that the glaciers 
in western China will be reduced by over 27% by the year 
2050, and the spatial distribution pattern of permafrost will be 
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altered signi�cantly on the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau.15 �is gla -
cier shrinkage will further a�ect water supply for hundreds of 
millions of people. Experts also anticipate serious impacts on 
agriculture as a consequence of climate change. �e produc-
tion of wheat, rice and corn could decline by as much as 37% 
by the end of the century.16

�e combination of coastal �ooding, reduction in usable wa-
ter and spreading deserti�cation in North China, increased 
incidence of natural disasters in South China, and greater 
di�culties in sustaining crop yields means that the carrying 
capacity of currently densely populated regions of China will 
likely decline signi�cantly. As these problems unfold, they may 
trigger complex interactions that will, moreover, make future 
mitigation and remediation even more di�cult. As China’s 
October 2008 report on its climate change e�orts highlights, 
the People’s Republic of China (PRC) is especially vulnerable 
to the destructive e�ects of global warming.17

U.S.-China Relations: A Short Primer

�e potential for U.S.-China cooperation on climate change 
can be best appreciated in terms of the broader context of the 
evolution of U.S.-China relations.  Since the famous Nixon vis-
it in 1972, the U.S.-China relationship has grown and evolved 
in major ways. �e early ties were based on a shared concern 
about the Soviet Union and therefore placed security issues at 
the core of the relationship. Under the Reagan administration, 
America began a program of military sales to China. Although 
economic ties grew gradually too, they remained very modest 
throughout the 1980s and su�ered, along with the rest of the 
relationship, in the wake of the events of 1989.

With the Soviet bloc collapse and the strong revival of reforms 
in China a�er Deng Xiaoping’s “southern journey” in 1992, 
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economic ties became increasingly important to the overall 
relationship. �is trend increased throughout the Clinton ad-
ministration and, especially, in the wake of the recovery from 
the Asian �nancial crisis at the end of the decade and China’s 
accession to the World Trade Organization in 2001. Since 
2001, U.S.-China bilateral trade and investment have grown 
very rapidly, in part because China has increasingly become 
the point of �nal assembly in a newly-formed, regionally in-
tegrated East Asian manufacturing system that draws in parts 
and components produced around the region, assembles them 
in China, and then ships the �nal products in large volumes to 
the United States and Europe.

Over the course of three decades—and especially in the past 
decade—the political leaderships in both Beijing and Wash-
ington have made great progress in putting U.S.-China rela-
tions on a relatively mature, wide-ranging, constructive and 
candid basis.  �e two countries have learned how to deal with 
each other across a very substantial set of issues—indeed, it 
is not an exaggeration to assert that most cabinet agencies 
in each capital deal with their counterparts in the other on a 
regular basis. �is extends well beyond the traditional foreign 
policy and economic/trade agencies. It includes, for example, 
the major national agencies in charge of public health and 
communicable diseases, environment, housing, and energy, 
among others.

To be sure, there are numerous points of friction between the 
United States and China, and that is hardly surprising in view 
of America’s global position and China’s rapid rise. Perhaps 
because the two countries’ economies are now tightly inter-
dependent, there are various concerns on each side regard-
ing pertinent policies and actual practices on the ground. As 
China’s military grows rapidly and the U.S. military continues 
to invest heavily to improve its capabilities, inevitably those 
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focused on future security issues in both countries harbor 
doubts about the intentions of the other. In these and other 
spheres, greater familiarity has produced better capacities to 
manage the immediate relationship but has not decreased 
concerns about longer-term intentions and potential conse-
quences.

In fact, U.S.-China relations currently face a paradox: even as 
the relationship has become relatively mature and e�ective 
across a broad spectrum of issues, underlying distrust of the 
long-term intentions of each toward the other has neverthe-
less actually increased. Many Chinese believe that the United 
States is too zero-sum in its view of the world to accept China’s 
rise as a bene�cent development. �ey assume that the United 
States will at some point take serious steps to constrain that 
rise and preserve America’s leadership position globally, and 
they tend to interpret American blandishments on everything 
from currency values to reducing carbon emissions as part of 
this underlying American objective to hold China back and 
disrupt its progress. Many Americans assume that a strong, 
wealthy China will naturally seek to marginalize the United 
States in Asia.  But since Asia is the most important and dy-
namic region of the world, having China marginalize America 
in that region would strike directly at America’s most vital 
long-term national interests. 

U.S.-China relations are now entering a particularly impor-
tant period. President Barack Obama is in the early stages of 
shaping his foreign policy. Super�cially, it may appear that the 
pattern for handling U.S.-China ties that was set during the 
George W. Bush administration can relatively easily be con-
tinued. Over the past eight years, the two countries have ex-
panded cooperation, become more sensitive to each other’s 
perspectives and concerns, and brought even the very di�cult 
cross-Strait issue to a more stable and hopeful stage. �e reality,  
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however, is that new issues are likely to shape the relationship 
over the coming years, and it is essential to understand the spe-
cial importance of the coming two years in this context. 

�e current global economic crisis will remain a major item 
on the global, national, and inevitably on the U.S.-China bilat-
eral agendas for the coming year or more. �e United States is 
at the center of this worldwide crisis and will wrestle with its 
a�ermath for years to come. China is also feeling the crisis’s ef-
fects, and its huge holdings of foreign exchange and extensive 
international investments inevitably make Chinese policy an 
important factor going forward. �e reactions of each govern-
ment—and the ways in which they deal with each other con-
cerning the various dimensions of this �nancial earthquake—
can have signi�cant repercussions on the level of trust each 
develops concerning the long-term capabilities and intentions 
of the other.

�e issue of cooperation over climate change/clean energy will 
unfold in this context. As explained below, the politics of this 
issue are changing rapidly in the United States, and President 
Obama has made clear that he seeks to move the United States 
from being a laggard to a leader on this global challenge. �e 
single most important step in the change is likely to be adop-
tion of cap-and-trade legislation by the next U.S. Congress 
(2009-2010), using $150 billion of the resulting proceeds over 
the next ten years to invest in developing clean energy tech-
nologies. �e overall economic and �nancial crises will, of 
course, a�ect the politics of this.

�is new American attitude holds both potential and peril for 
U.S.-China relations. A new President who is committed to 
�ghting global warming and promoting clean energy will in-
evitably turn to China to seek greatly enhanced cooperation 
on this issue. 
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Should the United States and China through full consultation 
be able to �nd approaches that “work” for both countries, co-
operation on clean energy and related climate change issues 
should become a major pillar in U.S.-China relations. �is is, 
a�er all, a long-term issue, of vital importance to both coun-
tries, and one that impacts core interests in each society.  

But the opposite is also true. Should the United States take 
this set of issues far more seriously, but prove unable to �nd 
ways to enhance cooperation and mutual trust with China on 
them, the level of suspicion regarding long-term motives and 
sincerity is likely to grow considerably. On the Chinese side, 
such discord may well contribute to the perception that the 
United States is using climate change/clean energy primarily 
as a way to put obstacles in the path of China’s rise. �e specif-
ics of moving toward a low-carbon economy are too central 
to each country’s domestic politics and interests to have the 
United States and China follow truly incompatible approaches 
without damage to mutual perceptions and bilateral relations.



�A�F�? �E�� �C�%���K�?�F �I �Et�F �E�� �:�? �@�E�8�� �:�< �Et�< �I���8t�� �9ROO�BIN�>�J���� �� �� ���������������(�0

�:l�@�D�8t�<���:�?�8�Eg�<��P�Fl�@c �P���K�F�;�8�P���@�E��t�?�<��
U�E�@t�<�;���Jt�8t�<s���8�E�;���:�?�@�E�8��

U.S. Climate Policy
(�is section primarily is intended to bring the Chinese side up to 
date on developments in the United States.)

�e politics of global warming in the United States are chang-
ing rapidly. Five years ago, the issue was rarely discussed at 
the White House, in Congress, by state and local govern-
ments or in corporate boardrooms. Today, a new President 
calls for strong federal legislation to address the problem as 
a top priority, Congress is seriously considering such legisla-
tion, states and cities have passed hundreds of measures to 
address the problem (including the United States’ �rst bind-
ing cap-and-trade program), corporate boards are routinely 
considering climate risks, and “clean tech” has become one of 
the hottest new �elds for U.S. investors. �e change is breath-
taking.

What accounts for this change? In part, the science of global 
warming has become indisputable. �e broad consensus on 
this topic among the world’s leading scientists is shaping both 
public commentary and elite opinion. Second, unusual weath-
er events—including heat waves, sustained droughts and dam-
aging hurricanes (in particular Katrina)—have le� millions of 
Americans with the strong impression that disturbing changes 
in the climate are underway. �ird, Al Gore’s Oscar-winning 
movie An Inconvenient Truth and several other extremely  
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e�ective public outreach e�orts have increased the salience of 
the issue with many members of the public. Fourth, the steady 
run-up in energy prices from 2003 - late 2008 put energy is-
sues front and center on the American political agenda. Fi�h, 
the foregoing factors have combined to convince many top 
business leaders that clean energy o�ers tremendous potential 
pro�ts in the years and decades ahead.

President Obama o�en lists energy policy as one of his top 
priorities. In stark contrast with his predecessor, he supports 
strong “cap-and-trade” legislation to limit greenhouse gases 
and promises to engage vigorously in international climate 
change negotiations. �e Congressional leadership—includ-
ing House Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) and Senate Majority 
Leader Harry Reid (D-NV)—support strong action to combat 
global warming as well. President Obama and the Congressio-
nal leadership both emphasize the potential for clean energy 
programs to contribute to economic recovery in the period 
ahead.  

In this section, we �rst describe the response of the American 
political system to date on global warming and then focus, in 
particular, on the role of China in the American political dia-
logue on this topic.
  
�Jt�8t�<���8�E�;��l�Fc �8l���8ct�@�F�E

�e past several years have seen an explosion of state and local 
government activity to address climate change in the United 
States. 
 
In September 2008, for example, 10 northeastern states 
launched the United States’ �rst mandatory cap-and-trade 
program for carbon dioxide. (Participating states are Con-
necticut, Delaware, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, New 
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Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Rhode Island and Ver-
mont.) �e program, known as the Regional Greenhouse Gas 
Initiative (“RGGI”), caps carbon dioxide emissions from the 
power sector in these states by 2014 and requires a 10% reduc-
tion by 2018. A successful auction was held in mid-September 
2008, at which companies subject to the program paid $38.5 
million for emissions allowances. 

On the other side of the United States, California has also en-
acted legislation to establish a statewide cap-and-trade pro-
gram for greenhouse gases. (California is the largest state by 
population. Its economy is larger than all but seven countries 
in the world.) California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger 
has made global warming a signature issue, supporting path-
breaking legislation and hosting foreign heads of state for 
several high-pro�le conferences. Meanwhile, six Midwestern 
states and the Canadian province of Manitoba have commit-
ted to form a regional cap-and-trade program for carbon di-
oxide.  Seven Western and Southwestern states18 are doing the 
same.  

�ese cap-and-trade programs are just one of many tools state 
governments are using to �ght global warming and promote 
clean energy. In 2006, for example, California adopted stan-
dards limiting carbon dioxide emissions from automobiles 
sold in the state. Sixteen other states have followed California’s 
lead on this. (�e Bush administration used federal author-
ity to block implementation of these “tailpipe standards,” but 
President Obama has criticized this decision and called for al-
lowing these standards to move forward.)

State governments play an especially important role in pro-
moting renewable energy in the United States. Today 30 
states19 and the District of Columbia require electric utilities 
to use a minimum percentage of renewable energy (known as 
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a “renewable portfolio standard”) now or in the years ahead. 
Twelve states20 require minimum percentages of biofuels to be 
included in motor fuels. California has adopted a “low-carbon 
fuel standard,” requiring a 10% reduction in carbon intensity 
by 2020 for fuel sold in the state (which can in practice be met 
mainly by increasing use of renewable fuels).  

States also play an important role in promoting energy e�-
ciency. California’s innovative approach to utility regulation, 
known as “de-coupling,” has helped to make that state the 
most energy-e�cient in the United States. Twenty-three states 
include “public bene�ts charges” on electric bills to help fund 
energy e�ciency programs.  More and more states are o�ering 
time-of-day pricing for electricity and net metering (which al-
lows customers who generate their own power to sell electric-
ity back into the grid).  

Local governments have taken dramatic action to �ght global 
warming as well.  More than 800 U.S. mayors from all 50 states 
have pledged that their cities will meet or exceed the Kyoto 
targets. �ese mayors have pledged to take steps such as:

�%  �Adopting land-use policies that reduce sprawl, preserve 
open space and create compact urban communities; 

�%  �Promoting transportation options such as bicycle trails, 
commute trip reduction programs, incentives for car 
pooling and public transit; and 

�%  �Making energy e�ciency a priority through building 
code improvements and retro�ts of city facilities with 
energy-e�cient lighting. 

Some localities have produced notable results.  Houston, for 
example, has cut energy use by 6% in the past �ve years, even 
as its population has increased by 10%. Seattle reduced its car-
bon emissions by 8% below 1990 levels, surpassing its own goal 
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of meeting Kyoto targets. Salt Lake City has reduced emissions 
from its municipal buildings and vehicle �eet by more than 
30% since 2001. And by capturing the methane gas released 
by its land�lls, San Diego has prevented the emission of more 
than 700,000 tons of carbon dioxide.

�is groundswell of action on climate change highlights the 
extent to which the U.S. system encourages and allows for 
creative initiatives at the state and local levels. Yet on an is-
sue with global implications such as climate change, action 
at the federal level is widely viewed as preferable. �e federal 
government is much better equipped than state and local gov-
ernments to set national goals, establish uniform regulatory 
frameworks and foster international cooperation. 

F�<�;�<�I�8l��Act�@�F�E

In recent years, action to address global warming at the fed-
eral (i.e., national) level in the United States has been modest 
at best. In large part, this is because of the Bush administra-
tion, whose policies have been described as a “macabre dance 
of climate change denial, skepticism and �nally delay.”21 
�roughout his years in o�ce, President Bush consistently 
refused to support strong measures to address global warm-
ing, even as many leading members of his Republican party 
did so.  

Under President Obama, this is changing sharply.  �e Ameri-
can President has considerable ability to set national priori-
ties and make them the focus of attention. �at is especially 
true in the �rst year of a new presidency. President Obama has 
placed climate change/clean energy—along with economic re-
covery and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan—at the top of 
his priority list. He brings considerable political and oratorical 
skills to this task, with the potential to dramatically a�ect the 
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politics of this issue in the United States. President Obama has 
emphasized the bene�ts of restoring the United States’ cred-
ibility around the world and revitalizing U.S. diplomacy. Work 
on climate change/clean energy o�ers a superb platform for 
both.
 
Under the U.S. system, Congress generally shapes the details 
of complex and far-reaching statutes. Cap-and-trade legisla-
tion—both complex and far-reaching—looms as one of the 
major items on the Congressional agenda in 2009. �ere is 
considerable momentum behind such legislation, with sup-
port from the President, Congressional leadership, major 
businesses, the environmental community, portions of the 
powerful evangelical religious lobby, and others.  

At the same time, the hurdles facing such legislation remain 
high. Economic recovery will be the top priority of most 
Americans in 2009. Many large companies, including some 
utilities and manufacturers, are concerned that climate legis-
lation could erode pro�ts, especially during a period of overall 
economic distress. Key issues—such as the way in which per-
mits will be distributed—are very far from being resolved.    

Signi�cantly, progress on this legislation is likely to shape 
the United States’ international negotiating position with 
regards to global warming in fundamental ways. At the 
Kyoto conference in 1997, U.S. negotiators agreed to tar-
gets without a clear basis for implementing those tar-
gets in domestic law. �e fact that the United States had 
joined with other countries to adopt the Kyoto Protocol 
did not—in the years that followed—help shape a domes-
tic political consensus in favor of implementing legislation. 
(Arguably, the opposite is more nearly true.) One lesson 
many U.S. observers draw from this experience is that, in 
climate negotiations, the United States should only agree 
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abroad to what can clearly be implemented at home. �is  
lesson will likely shape the positions of U.S. negotiators at 
the Copenhagen conference in December 2009 and beyond.

�:�?�@�E�8�Ës���I�Fl�<

China is a frequent topic of conversation in the political dis-
course on global warming and clean energy in the United 
States. �is is for two reasons. First, there is concern that any 
emissions reductions within the United States will be rendered 
meaningless by increased Chinese emissions. Second, many 
Americans are concerned that e�orts to control emissions 
within the United States will cause manufacturers to shi� op-
erations elsewhere, leading to widespread job loss. No country 
receives more attention in this regard than China. At the same 
time, the interest in cooperative work with China on energy 
and climate runs high.  

Academic analyses cast doubt on the second concern.22 En-
ergy costs are not a major determinant in plant location, ex-
cept in a few industries. Other factors—such as labor costs, the 
availability of skilled labor and regulatory predictability—are 
generally more important. However, in industries where ener-
gy costs are a substantial percentage of total costs—including 
aluminum, steel, cement, glass and paper—concerns about 
the potential competitive impacts of poorly-designed global 
warming programs are both substantial and real.  

�e salience of these concerns was underscored by the wide-
spread support for a proposal o�ered by American Electric 
Power (AEP) and the International Brotherhood of Electric 
Workers (IBEW) in 2007. Under the AEP/IBEW proposal, 
legislation to control greenhouse gases in the United States 
would require the president to determine, eight years a�er en-
actment, whether major trading partners each had programs 
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“comparable” to the U.S. program for controlling emissions. 
(�e criteria for determining “comparability” were le� un-
stated and could presumably include di�erences in stages of 
development and other factors.) If the president determined 
that a major trading partner lacked a comparable program, the 
president would be authorized to require importers of goods 
from that country to purchase U.S. emissions allowances to 
accompany any energy-intensive goods.  

Notwithstanding concerns that the AEP/IBEW proposal 
would be illegal under the WTO, it gained widespread support 
in the U.S. Congress.  A version of the proposal was included 
in the Boxer-Lieberman-Warner cap-and-trade legislation 
considered by the U.S. Senate in June 2008. In that version, 
the president was required to make a determination two years 
(not the originally-proposed eight years) a�er enactment. 
Similar provisions—with widespread support—will certainly 
be considered as Congress shapes cap-and-trade legislation in 
2009.  

China’s prominence in the American political dialogue on 
global warming dates back at least a decade. Nothing about 
the Kyoto Protocol was more controversial in the United States 
during the 1990s than its lack of emissions controls on devel-
oping countries, in particular China. Opponents of the Kyoto 
Protocol created a television commercial that showed China 
being cut out of a map of the world with a pair of scissors, as 
a voice said “the Kyoto Protocol—it’s not global and it won’t 
work.” President George W. Bush mentioned China o�en in 
explaining his administration’s rejection of the Kyoto Protocol 
in 2001.23

�e dialogue on this topic in the United States has, however, 
shi�ed signi�cantly in recent years, with many politicians now 
emphasizing that the “United States should lead” when it comes 
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to global warming. Politicians as diverse as Senator John Kerry 
(D-MA) and former Governor Mike Huckabee (R-AK) have 
both spoken out strongly in this regard, along with many oth-
ers.24 Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger (R-CA) has explored 
ways his state might cooperate with China on global warming, 
without waiting for the federal government. In�uential New 
York Times columnist Tom Friedman has written and spoken 
about the economic bene�ts to the United States of leading on 
this issue.25

As Congress considers cap-and-trade legislation in the months 
ahead, China will likely be a topic of conversation. Some mem-
bers of Congress will complain that China is not doing enough 
to address global warming; some will say “the United States 
should lead”; some will say both. Chinese clean energy pro-
grams—and potential cooperation between the United States 
and China in this area—will receive attention in Congress in 
the course of the legislative debate.  

�ese developments present Chinese leaders with an impor-
tant opportunity in 2009. Climate change and energy will be 
high on the U.S. political agenda. �ese issues will be embed-
ded in a group of interrelated problems that will command the 
attention of the president and Congress. �ese include eco-
nomic recovery, passage of cap-and-trade legislation, reduc-
ing dependence on oil, setting the framework for U.S.-China 
relations for the new administration, and meeting the Ameri-
can people’s enormously high expectations for major new 
beginnings with a charismatic new president a�er what are 
perceived to be the dramatic failures of the Bush Administra-
tion. If the new American president sees China as adopting a 
posture that is helpful in addressing these key issues, the basis 
for good U.S.-China relations will be substantially strength-
ened as the new administration develops its foreign policy and 
overall priorities.



�)�/��������������������������O�M�<�Ic �F �D�@�Eg�� Obst �8cl �<s��t�F�� U�%�J�%�$�:�? �@�E�8�� �:�F �F �G�< �I �8t�@�F�E���F �E�� �:l�@�D�8t�<�� �:�? �8 �Eg�<

Chinese Climate Policy
(�is section primarily is intended to bring the American side up to 
date on developments in China.)

China in recent years has paid serious attention to the linked 
issues of climate change and clean energy.26 �e o�cial mantra 
is that the country’s current economic trajectory is unsustain-
able, and China must therefore adopt a more sustainable mod-
el—dubbed “scienti�c development.” Climate change itself is 
increasingly a focus of attention, but issues such as economic 
development, energy security and excessive particulate matter 
in the air have provided the primary rationales for most Chi-
nese clean energy policies to date.27

  
M�<�8s�L�I�<s��t�F��l�@�D�@t��g�I�<�<�E�?�F�Ls�<��g�8s�<s��

Regardless of the rationale for their adoption, many of the 
clean energy measures that have been put in place are directly 
relevant to limiting the country’s greenhouse gas emissions. 
When considered in this context, China actually has very seri-
ous clean energy legislation on the books and implementing 
programs in train. Few Americans realize this.

�e major initiatives are:

�%  �Seeking a 20% reduction in energy intensity for all GDP 
during the 11th �ve-year plan, which covers 2006-2010.28 
According to Chinese authorities, total carbon emissions 
would decline by roughly a billion tons of CO2 over the 
course of the plan as against a “business as usual” (BAU) 
model, if this target were fully met. However, at present, 
progress toward the target is behind schedule.

    
�%  �Adopting the target of having renewable fuels account 

for 10% of China’s total energy consumption by 2010 
and 15% by 2020.29 As part of this:
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  �Establishing major programs to improve technol-
ogy in solar and wind power. China has rapidly be-
come the world’s leading producer of solar panels, 
although solar power’s installed generating capac-
ity is to increase to only 300,000 kW in 2010. For 
wind power, tax breaks and other forms of govern-
ment support are already in place as of 2008. �e 
installed generating capacity of wind power is to  
increase from 1.26 million kW in 2005 to 10 million 
kW in the year 2010.30

  �Enhancing China’s hydropower generation (de-
spite the fact that the country already has the great-
est concentration of hydropower facilities in the 
world). �e installed hydropower generating capac-
ity is to increase from 117 million kW in 2005 to 
190 million kW in 201031 and will provide 6.8%32 
of the country’s anticipated energy consumption in 
the latter year.

�%  �Taking serious measures to reduce the emissions from 
highly polluting power-generation facilities. Coal re-
mains king in China, and about 70% of power still 
comes from coal-�red plants. Over the past �ve years 
China has built the equivalent of America’s entire coal 
power generation system. �ese plants will stay on line 
for another 30-50 years while 60% of U.S. coal-�red 
power plants will be over 50 years old by 2025. �e 
technologies involved in generating power in these new 
plants are thus very important, and fortunately, China is 
building many of these plants to be relatively clean33 and 
is investing in development and deployment of clean 
coal technologies.34 Despite these measures, speci�c 
problems o�en result in emissions far above the level 
that would be anticipated from plant technology alone.
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�is is the unintended result of economic pressures at 
the power plant level that lead many operators to pur-
chase and burn low-quality coal that undermines the 
e�ciency capabilities of the advanced technologies in 
their plants.35

�%  �Aggressively expanding nuclear power capabilities, with 
a target of building nine new generators in the next two 
years and at least thirty over the coming decade. Nu-
clear is slated to provide 5% of China’s total installed 
power-generating capacity by 2020.36 �ere have been 
recent suggestions that the nuclear output target has 
been raised from 40 GW to 70 GW by 2020.37

In sum, Beijing is taking many initiatives that will potentially 
reduce its carbon emissions when measured against a BAU 
model. �ese are being undertaken under the broad guideline 
of pursuing what the Chinese refer to as “scienti�c develop-
ment,” which is an overarching term that encompasses many 
di�erent components of sustainable development. Global cli-
mate change has come onto the Chinese policy agenda and 
is generating increasing o�cial and public attention. But the 
major impetus for most of the relevant energy policies stems 
more from concerns to reduce energy consumption, increase 
e�ciency, and expand the use of renewables in order to im-
prove energy security and reduce pollution. Increasingly, the 
country is supporting indigenous research to advance these 
goals.
  
�:�F�D�G�<t�@�Eg���G�I�@�F�I�@t�@�<s

Scienti�c development is only one of a number of the lead-
ers’ high priority goals. China’s leaders feel they must �rst and 
foremost strive to maintain rapid economic growth, which 
they regard as necessary to sustain job creation, meet popular 
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expectations of an improving standard of living, and there-
by maintain social stability. Rapid growth, in Beijing’s view, 
means at least 8% real GDP growth per year. All other goals are 
premised on the basis of maintaining rapid economic growth. 
�is inevitably has serious consequences for China’s carbon 
emissions growth curve.

China is now trying to change the trajectory of this growth. It 
is shi�ing out of low-end assembly and other labor-intensive 
manufacturing for export and trying to develop indigenous 
higher technology, higher value-added products for world 
markets. It is concerned both that comparative advantage on 
low-end production is shi�ing to Vietnam and elsewhere and 
that it has gotten locked into being the site of the most pol-
luting and least pro�table segment of the international value 
chain. �is transition is in its early stages, with the govern-
ment investing heavily in technology development and tak-
ing measures that give low-end producers very little comfort. 
Although some aspects of this e�ort are potentially bene�cial 
from a greenhouse gas emissions perspective, at this point the 
strategy is imposing additional strains on the economy and 
the political system without as yet making a major di�erence 
in China’s production pro�le.  

China is also focused on managing perhaps the greatest mi-
gratory �ow in human history as its urbanization proceeds on 
an almost unimaginable scale. Since 1992, roughly 200 million 
Chinese have shi�ed from rural to urban life, and the current 
pace of migration of about 15 million people moving into cit-
ies every year is likely to continue for another 15-20 years. �e 
resulting requirements for new power generation, construc-
tion (half of all new �oor space in the world is built in China 
in the typical year), transportation, education, health services, 
etc., is a major driving force in the economy and a major factor 
in maintaining social stability. E�ectively, China has to build 
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urban infrastructure and create urban jobs for a new, relative-
ly poor city of 1.25 million people every month, and that will 
likely continue for the better part of the next two decades.38  
�ere will be deep reluctance to take any measures that make 
meeting these demands more di�cult, especially during an 
economic downturn. �e key industries that support the re-
lated infrastructure development—cement, steel, petrochemi-
cals, and aluminum—have been the fastest-growing industries 
in China over the past half decade and are also the most im-
portant sources of greenhouse gas emissions.

China’s leaders also have competing environmental con-
cerns, and the environmental community there is not unani-
mous regarding giving priority to climate change. �e most 
pressing immediate environmental problems are enhancing 
the amount of usable water and reducing suspended particu-
late matter in the air. Both issues are causing major health 
problems,39 and inadequate usable water is seriously impact-
ing production. While addressing climate change is a long-
term part of the solution to the water issue, the leaders and 
environmental community are more focused on the immedi-
ate tasks of enhancing water treatment and controlling water 
use and �ows. In China’s environmental community, there-
fore, there are many who feel that climate change should not 
be at the top of the agenda and that it is an issue of concern 
but not immediate urgency.

�e above issues become more di�cult to manage well in a 
period of economic stringency, when accelerating housing, 
promoting exports, and infrastructure development become 
attractive policies to stimulate economic growth. Some voices 
in China argue that the government should use the slack in 
sectors like energy during the current economic slowdown to 
refocus on improving the energy mix, now that the country has 
some breathing room a�er years of enormous e�orts simply to 
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grow energy output rapidly enough to keep up with demand. 
But even if there were complete agreement among the lead-
ers on this idea, it would be di�cult to implement rigorously 
given the �exibility local o�cials typically have to a�ect vari-
ous expenditures.

A�E���8�;�;�@t�@�F�E�8l���G�I�Fbl�<�D�1���G�Fl�@t�@c�8l��c �8�G�8c �@t�P

China is in some ways the mirror image of the United States. 
Whereas in the United States the most serious e�orts to date to 
address climate change have been made at the state and local 
levels and in the private sector, in China the major initiatives 
have come from the national-level party and government and 
have o�en been blunted by con�icting interests among local 
o�cials and enterprises.
  
China’s political system is highly centralized and disciplined 
only in certain unusual circumstances: i.e., when all the top 
leaders not only agree on an issue but also agree to give the 
issue overriding priority and are able to determine reason-
ably well in real time whether their directives are being car-
ried out. Very few issues in recent years have met all these 
criteria.

China’s political system interacts massively with its economic 
system at every political level—from the national to provincial, 
municipal, county, and township. In addition, the fundamen-
tal structure of the political system allows leading o�cials at 
each of these �ve levels large latitude to act entrepreneurially 
to assure GDP growth in their own bailiwicks each and every 
year, and it rewards them for doing so. Despite increasing ef-
forts to build environmental and energy e�ciency concerns 
into the incentive structure all the way down the line, most 
local o�cials still regard meeting GDP growth expectations as 
their primary objective.
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Not only do the internal complexity and operational rules of 
the system allow for considerable �exibility at each of the �ve 
levels, but authority is divided among agencies in a way that 
typically requires extensive consensus building to implement 
major initiatives. One recalcitrant player can o�en slow things 
to a crawl for long periods of time. And distortions in report-
ing of accomplishments as information travels from local to 
national levels also plague the system.

�e above characteristics have contributed on the whole 
mightily to China’s record of extraordinary growth over the 
past thirty years. �ey have enabled a one-party political sys-
tem to nevertheless enjoy enormous dynamism and entrepre-
neurial creativity, with di�erent localities o�en competing with 
each other to attract foreign investment and other resources. 
But these same characteristics inhibit e�ective action on most 
types of environmental issues.
  
�e leadership is trying to change incentives for o�cials so 
that environmental concerns and performance on energy is-
sues become more signi�cant in the reward structure, but this 
is far from fully developed. Beijing today still has serious dif-
�culty in making its decisions regarding clean energy issues 
e�ective in localities around the country. To change this sig-
ni�cantly, the leadership will have to not only give the clean 
energy issue exceptionally high priority but also expend enor-
mous domestic political capital to change the incentives that 
have guided the conduct of o�cials over recent decades.    

China always describes itself as a developing country. It is 
more than half right. China is most easily understood if one 
envisions a set of relatively developed islands with a cumula-
tive population of over 400 million that are located in a sea 
of over 800 million people who live very much in developing 
country conditions. �e interaction between the developed 
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areas and the developing regions is pervasive and a�ects every 
dimension of economic, social, and political life. No Chinese 
leader can act as if the developing part of the country is less 
than a constant and pressing reality.

�is distinctive mixture of developed and developing coun-
try contexts means that China encounters more fundamental 
problems regarding human capital, infrastructure, social mal-
aise, and technical capabilities than most foreigners appreci-
ate. �e reality is that the Chinese leaders lack the institutional 
and technical capabilities to achieve many of the improved 
energy outcomes that they seek. Indeed, the issue of capacity 
building is one of the arenas where U.S.-China cooperation 
might prove especially fruitful.

In sum, a dearth of adequately trained manpower, counter-
vailing systemic incentives and practices, and technical de�-
ciencies o�en render it very di�cult for Beijing either to pre-
cisely understand what is actually happening on the ground 
in the energy and environmental arenas or for it to vigorously 
enforce its own laws and regulations.40  Beijing well recognizes 
these problems but must contend with di�cult political con-
straints in trying to make signi�cant changes. 
 
�K�?�<���@�Et�<�I�E�8t�@�F�E�8l���;�@�D�<�Es�@�F�E

China’s leaders are now constantly confronted with concerns 
about climate change in their international contacts and meet-
ings. Whether at Bali in 2007, the 2008 G-8 Summit in Hok-
kaido, or myriad other meetings, top Chinese o�cials must 
discuss climate change and listen to the statements of others 
leaders about the importance of China’s doing more to con-
trol greenhouse gas emissions. �is international dimension 
has grown su�ciently important that in 2007 the Ministry of 
Foreign A�airs established a leading group and subordinate 
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o�ce to focus on handling climate-related issues in interna-
tional talks.

China’s rise has been so rapid since the turn of the century 
that there is great attention both in Beijing and abroad to the 
way China is positioning itself on major international issues. 
China’s leaders seek to be seen as constructive international 
players, protecting China’s own interests while also reducing 
international instability, enhancing prosperity, and contribut-
ing to the capacity of the international system to manage the 
global issues of the 21st century. �is mix of goals makes the 
Chinese leadership both desirous of contributing to progress 
on the climate change issue and wary about obligations that 
might negatively impact China’s own growth prospects.

China positions itself as a developing country in international 
relations. As noted above, while retaining some merit, this po-
sitioning does not nearly capture the full reality of the PRC, 
which both confronts the problems of developing countries 
and has many of the attributes of an industrialized nation. 
China is now in a somewhat uncomfortable transition period, 
where the balance is shi�ing toward more explicit acceptance 
of its rights and obligations as a major power but where the 
most comfortable and internationally acceptable posture is 
not yet clear. �is situation complicates China’s role during 
2009 in addressing the global economic crisis, and it also has 
a complicating e�ect on China’s posture in climate change ne-
gotiations leading to Copenhagen and beyond.

China is a leader in articulating the three major framework is-
sues that developing countries in general raise with the advanced 
industrial countries on climate change obligations. �ese are:

�%  �Countries should be held responsible not only for their 
current emissions but also for their cumulative historical 
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emissions, given that greenhouse gases accumulate in 
the atmosphere over many decades.  

�%  �Metrics should not focus on total national emissions and 
neglect to account for per capita emissions in densely-
populated countries.  

�%  �Developed countries have already gone through high-
emissions stages of development (such as building out 
their infrastructure), while developing countries still 
have much of this work to do. International agreements 
should recognize this fundamental reality.

�e above three issues have the intended e�ect of placing 
the major burden for global warming and its mitigation on 
the industrialized countries and of laying down a concep-
tual framework to permit ongoing increases in greenhouse 
gas emissions by developing countries even as industrialized 
countries assume cap and reduction obligations. China spe-
ci�cally points to provisions in the UN Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change, rea�rmed in the 2007 Bali Road-
map, which obligate advanced industrial countries to aid the 
transfer of pertinent technologies and to provide �nancial 
support to developing countries to meet their climate obli-
gations. �e current international economic malaise makes 
the demand for �nancial support likely to be politically more 
di�cult to achieve.

�K�?�<��U�%�J�%���I�Fl�<

�e United States plays into the politics of addressing climate 
change in China in several palpable ways. First, many Chinese, 
including many among the leadership, are deeply suspicious of 
American motives. �ey believe that the United States is deter-
mined to �nd some set of measures that will knock China o� 
its current trajectory of rapid economic growth and increasing 
international in�uence because they regard America as simply 
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too zero-sum in its outlook to comfortably contemplate the 
ongoing rise of China. �ese Chinese suspect that American 
statements about the need for China to address global warm-
ing are simply the latest in a series of e�orts to derail China’s 
growth machine,41 especially since they believe that nobody 
with a deep understanding of China’s stage of development 
could reasonably demand that China commit to �rm targets 
for greenhouse gases during the coming decade.

China sees the United States as the country most responsible 
for the greenhouse gases currently in the atmosphere. Yet, it is 
well aware that the United States has rejected the Kyoto Pro-
tocol and that the Bush Administration came very reluctantly 
to an acknowledgement that climate change is occurring and 
that human actions are contributing to it. It recognizes that 
the Bush White House never moved signi�cantly away from 
its deep antipathy to taking measures against climate change 
beyond hoping for technological solutions developed primar-
ily in the private sector. 

�e United States is enormously richer overall and per capita 
than China, has a far more developed scienti�c community, 
and enjoys far greater institutional capacity. It has already con-
structed most of its infrastructure and completed its urbaniza-
tion and is now primarily a service economy. All these facts 
make it particularly galling to the Chinese when the United 
States refuses to take on serious national obligations to con-
front global climate change and explicitly bases that reluctance 
in part on the fact that China has not agreed to accept com-
parable obligations. In China, the U.S. record thus provides 
strong cover for o�cials who prefer to maximize growth and 
minimize international obligations to expend more e�ort to 
get onto a lower carbon path of development. It weakens those 
who advocate more forward-leaning Chinese postures on 
these issues.
















































































